Buddhist thought on bioethics. One of the great values of cross-cultural studies is that they provide fresh insights and solutions to problems in one's own culture. Westerners, in their attempt to come to some acceptable way of dealing with the legal and ethical dilemmas of abortion, could benefit quite a lot by considering the Buddhist approaches to this problem that Dr Keown details.
Buddhism and Bioethics begins with a short introduction that has a good thumbnail presentation of the basics of Buddhism and which raises six fundamental methodological questions in Buddhist ethics and cross-cultural ethics which guide the book. In paraphrase, the questions are: (1) Does cross-cultural ethics demand its own special methodology?; (2) Is there such a thing as the Buddhist view on ethical questions or are there only views of particular Buddhist individuals and schools from particular places and times in the vast temporal and cultural sweep of Buddhist history?; (3) What is the role of scripture in establishing moral norms in Buddhism?; (4) Are Buddhists moral absolutists or situation ethicists?; (5) What is the moral status of non-human life in Buddhist ethics? and (6) What is the role of compassion in Buddhist ethics?
His answers to these questions are very clear and well argued, but, in some cases, I believe his positions are somewhat incorrect. In particular, his insistence that there is "a Buddhist view" on various specific bioethical issues is perhaps too easily arrived at. He puts tremendous weight on data from the ancient scriptures of Theravada Buddhism, the Buddhism practised in South East Asia, including Thailand and Sri Lanka. He regards these texts, which he knows very well in their original language, together with one particular classical scholar, as normative. He admits to being a sort of "Buddhist fundamentalist" and very conservative on these issues.
I believe that later Mahayana texts and tradition are no less normative and that more attention should have been given to anthropological, fieldbased studies. My research has led me to conclude that it is much more accurate to speak of "Buddhist approaches" rather than to postulate one normative "Buddhist view" on these complex issues. My view of the Buddhist tradition is that it is much more relativistic and situational than Keown's view, which sees Buddhist ethics as normative and absolute. However, this is not a condemnation of Keown's study which has the virtues of clarity, careful argument, and deep grounding in the primary texts and scholarly literature.
The bulk of the book is in the form of three long chapters. The first lays out a theory of Buddhist bioethics; the second focuses on the issues that cluster around the beginning of life (including abortion, embryo experimentation, artificial insemination, and the like); the third treats the end of life (including coming to a Buddhist definition of death, euthanasia, and suicide). Obviously then, many important issues in biomedical ethics, such as the right to health care, allocation of scarce resources, genetic counselling, environmental ethics, and so forth are not covered in the book. This is not a particular weakness, as it would have been far too ambitious, and the book would have been far too long if the author had attempted everything.
In general, Keown's treatment of the topics he does focus on is very comprehensive. He develops Buddhist positions on a wide range of specific ethical problems, such as artificial insemination with sperm donation from husband and from non-husband; and the ethical status of twinning and recombining embryos; and he provides finely distinguished categories of euthanasia. Much of this is truly original work, the very first attempts to deal with some of these issues from a Buddhist perspective. On the whole, his strength is his clear theoretical approach and his weakness is in dealing with the reality of Buddhist practices in the modem world. For example, his discussion of abortion practices in Sri Lanka and Thailand is very careful, but does not take into account the latest field studies.
All in all this is a very good book, highly recommended to anyone interested in the field. No academic library should be without it.
ROBERT The extracts and illustrations are all well chosen and illuminating; taken together they build up a varied and valuable whole that fulfils the ambitious aim of the book, as well as being stimulating and entertaining. The editor's commentary steers us through the chosen topics with a skilful but light touch, leaving the poets, authors and artists to build up the rich canvas. Readers are likely to be stimulated to seek out and read in full much of the source material.
The contributions blend into a structured miscellany, providing new viewpoints on the varied ways that people think, feel, manage, or fail to cope as they experience the events that characterise the human condition. The authors and artists vary from household names to the relatively unknown, and include such diverse sources as Pepys on the great plague, travels with Lord Byron, Zen Informative and useful chapters about the body of legal and regulatory measures which impact on perinatal practice reveal interesting differences between US and UK attitudes and processes. The extent to which these account for variation in clinical behaviours and ethical decisionmaking is worthy of further discussion.
Some consideration of the non-rational elements which complement the philosophical analytic approach surfaces in a plea for a more virtue-based ethics from the writers on paediatric nursing, and in the two illuminating chapters on religious influences. One is
